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THE FAILURE OF AN AGRICULTURAL COMMUNITY:
JOHNSON MESA, NEW MEXICO

MICHAEL L. OLSEN

WELL INTO THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, the dream ofcarving a family
farm from the public domain persisted for many Americans. It did
so despite decades of setbacks for farmers, setbacks that included
natural disasters, economic depressions, and misconceived land
policies. And it did so in unlikely places, especially since most land
suitable to tillage by individu~ls or families had long been alienated
by 1900. One such place was Johnson Mesa in northeastern New
Mexico. It rises at the far edge of the Great Plains, in the shadows
of the southern ranges of the Rocky Mountains.
Johnson Mesa, as the name implies, is a high tableland approximately five miles wide and, from east to west, fourteen miles long.
Most of it is encompassed neatly within two townships: Township
31 North Range 25 East and Township 31 North Range 26 East.
The nearest town of consequence has always been Raton, New
Mexico, which the Atcheson, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad founded
shortly after the Santa Fe built over Raton Pass, just ten miles
north. on the border with Colorado, in 1878. The city is situated
twelve miles from the western approach to the mesa and fifteen to
twenty miles from the settlements there. As a compiler of the local
history once commented, "If you are one of those people really
serious about 'getting away from it all,' Johnson Mesa is the spot
for yoU."l
The mesa lies on what can be considered the boundary between
the Great Plains and the Rocky Mountains. In its eastern reaches
it appears to be an extension of the plains, with the open ranges
of northeastern New Mexico extending beyond it to Texas and
Oklahoma. To the west, though, the change is abrupt. The southern
0028-6206/83/0400-0113 $2.00
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peaks of the Rockies in Colorado and New Mexico, fifty miles distant
and often snow-covered even in midsummer, are visible from parts
of the mesa. A broad valley, lying 2,000 feet below the mesa's
western escarpment, separates it from the mountains. With the
city of Raton located in this valley, settlers and their draft animals
had a grueling climb on their return trips from their major trade
center. In local parlance, people either "came down from" or "went
up to" homesteads on the mesa.
The climate, as the farmer-settlers soon discovered, is cool with
an erratic supply of moisture. Frosts in July are not uncommon.
Winters can be clear and dry or bring blizzards reminiscent of the
Dakotas. The average figure of some fifteen inches for rainfall is
misleading since summer showers and winter snows are localized,
one farm getting plenty one season and nothing the next. Consider
the frustration of the settler who hand dug a well one year, only
to have it dry up, but who then saw the entire depression in the
center of which he had dug the well become a shallow lake the
next season. 2
Settlers hoping to farm the mesa lands considered themselves
part of the continued expansion of the American agrarian frontier.
They had personal and ideological ties with counterparts who had
opened land to the east, in Iowa and Missouri, then in Nebraska
and Kansas. Coming as they did at the turn of the century, they
appreciated the benefits of certain technological changes, scientific
advances, and improved communications systems, but they did not
expect the basic pattern of farm-making to be altered or broken.
They hoped for financial independence based on land ownership,
the achievement of millions in the previous century. They did not
perceive themselves as men and women of the "farmers' last frontier. "
These people ultimately experienced defeat. They can be numbered among the tens of thousands of homesteaders who came to
the high plains of the western Dakotas, eastern Montana, Wyoming
and Colorado, as well as New Mexico, and failed in the first two
or three decades after 1900. Census data from Colfax County, in
which Johnson Mesa is located, and neighboring Union County,
detail this failure. The average size of individual agricultural land
holdings in this area never fell below approximately 800 acres,
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ranging from 1,758 acres in 1900 to 837 acres in 1910, then rising
to 1,206 acres by 1920. Only about 8 percent of this "farm" land
was improved in 1920; the remainder supported livestock. The
number of farms encompassing 100 to 175 acres, a unit that classically constituted the "family farm," peaked at 1,236 in 1910, then
dropped to 533 by 1920. 3 Wheat production became a major activity
in these two northeastern counties, with acreage devoted to wheat
increasing from 756 acres in 1900 to 28,151 acres in 1920. In Colfax
County, though, the amount ofland planted to wheat declined after
1920, dropping from 14,057 acres in that year to 8,745 acres by
1930. These figures indicate that although the residents ofJohnson
Mesa encountered some unique factors in the struggle to open
their lands, in the end they and most of their neighbors off the
mesa faced similar, discouraging prospects. 4
'
Several shifts of the national economy in the 1890s initially stimulated the concentrated agricultural settlement of Johnson Mesa.
Sixteen Spanish-Americans had settled there previously, including
Romulo Padilla, later a major political figure in Colfax County, who
filed the first homestead claim on 17 May 1880. Many of these
sixteen individuals came from regional cattle or sheepherding outfits, setting themselves up in livestock raising in a small way on
homestead land. 5 The majority of settlers followed later, when their
employment at nearby coal mines or on the Santa Fe Railroad
ended. The mines at Blossburg, New Mexico, two miles west of
Raton, employed 300 men in 1887, with a payroll of $15,000. 6
Shortly thereafter, reflecting a national business cycle, production
fell. In 1894, when the mine owners laid off all but married men,
the miners went out on strike. Their decision may also have been
influenced by a series of recent explosions and deaths at the mines. 7
That same summer witnessed the Pullman Strike in Chicago, which
eventually halted much rail transportation in the West. In Raton,
workers on the Santa Fe line and in the railway yards walked out,
with strikebreakers being brought in to replace them. Train service
in and out of Raton on the Santa Fe was interrupted for eleven
days, from 1 to 12 July. During this period President Grover Cleveland declared martial law in much of the West, including New
Mexico Territory. 8
Farming seemed an attractive alternative to some of those thrown
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A panoramic view of Raton, with Johnson Mesa dominating the upper left skyline. Courtesy New Mexico Tourism and
Travel Division, Commerce and Industry Department.
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out of work or those who wanted more security than they had at
the mines or with the railroad. Some men had even anticipated a
change. They combined homesteading with other employment for
time. Since work at the mines was seasonal, with demand falling
off in the spring, miners and their families could migrate the twenty
miles or so to claims on the mesa, break land, make some improvements, garden, and return to Blossburg in the fall. Once they
had suitable homes and stables, it was not uncommon for the men
to go back to the mines and leave their families on the mesa over
the winter, primarily to care for livestock. 9
Since the dream was to be an independent agriculturalist, landtaking was of prime importance for these people. In the frontier
tradition and using common sense, many families had every member eligible file a claim. For the two townships on Johnson Mesa
land office records list twenty-two homestead claims by women;
eleven of the twenty-two eventually gained patents on a toh~l of
1,280 acres. Additionally, women made six cash entry purchases
'
on a total of 600 acres. 10
The Floyd family exemplified' the entire process. Thomas Floyd,
the patriarch, initially emigrated from Cornwall in England, to
Australia, then from Australia to California. In 1888 he brought his
brood, citizens now of three continents, to Blossburg. Event~ally
there were twelve children, and eight of them, along with their
parents, settled on the mesa. In addition to Thomas Sr., sons William, Thomas Jr., Richard, and Henry, and daughters Ellen and
Sophia homesteaded; daughters Emma and Elizabeth purchased
land, as did some of those who had homesteads. Thomas Sr. also
patented a timber culture claim. In the end the entire family acquired 1,680 acres from the public domain, to which they then
added parcels purchased from neighbors. Some of them farmed
cooperatively at first, but all eventually went separate ways. A
grandson later recalled, "My father told me while they were poor
they got along fine, but when they had accumulated' something
they started quarreling and finally dissolved the partnership."l1
Over the years every acre of land in these two townships passed
into private ownership, with the exception of sections sixteen and
thirty-two in each, which were reserved for New Mexico Territory.
The state of New Mexico still controls these sections. Settlers re-
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ceived patents on the greater portion of this land (26,840 acres or
62 percent in all) under the terms of the Homestead Act of 1862.
They purchased the bulk of the remaining land (11,440 acres or
26.5 percent) in accordance with the Preemption Act of 1841 and
its amendments, or by commuting their homestead claims. Rather
surprisingly, ten individuals proved up and received patents on
quarter sections under the Timber Culture Act of 1873. That the
mesa ever boasted 67,500 trees (the minimum number these ten
patentees would have had to nurture under the terms of an amendment to that act) is doubtful. In addition to these major transactions,
two individuals acquired 280 acres with Military Warrants from the
War of 1812, two other individuals took advantage of the Stock
Raising Homestead Act of 1916 to get 600 acres, and the Santa Fe
Railroad and the Aztec Land and Cattle Company together located
2,520 acres, or 6 percent of the total land available, as "sections in
lieu" of lands lost elsewhere. 12
These acquisitions represent success in the terms of the day.
Regardless of how the settlers achieved success, or their subsequent experiences, they got land. Others did not fare so well. Land
office records demonstrate that three out of every ten individuals
who filed a homestead claim on the mesa eventually relinquished
it. The ten men who got patents through the Timber Culture Act
represented about half the number of those who originally filed
under that act. Three claimants also sought land under the provisions of the Desert Land Act. None of them, quite understandably, successfuly irrigated his mesa lands as the act required. 13
While the coal mines and the railroads contributed to the mesa
population, other settlers arrived specifically to try their hand at
farming in New Mexico. A colony of nineteen Missouri farmers,
most with families, emigrated in the early 1890s. 14 At least eight
more came from Iowa at the same time, including Edmund Burch,
who became one of the most vocal advocates of life on the mesa
through a column he wrote for the Raton Range, the major newspaper in Colfax County. He followed his parents out, since his
mother, a consumptive, hoped for a New Mexican cure. As with
fellow settlers, Burch brought his family by immigrant car, with
livestock in one end and the Burches, amidst their household goods,
at the other. 15
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Over the years 444 people filed on or bought land in townships
twenty-five and twenty-six. The entire process of taking land lasted
a total of forty-three years from the first claim in 1880 to the last
patent in 1923.
The tract books of the several land offices that had jurisdiction
over the land, first Santa Fe, then Folsom, and then Clayton,
contain a continuous record of dates for those filing on land, irrespective of whether they eventually received a patent or relinquished their claim. These records reveal that the first big rush,
if it can be so termed, came to the mesa in 1890 and 1891. Fiftysix people filed on homesteads and timber culture claims or purchased land in those two years. They represented about 12 percent
of all who ever sought land. A second wave of settlement came
from 1898 to 1901, with one hundred entries or sales, or 25 percent
ofthe totallandseekers. These six years taken together, 1890, 1891,
and 1898-1901, out of the total of forty-three years of settlement,
account for 37 percent of all land entries. When the more desirable
land was gone, of course, interest tapered off. Thomas Leonard
entered a Stock Raising Homestead claim as late as 1919, but only
133 other entries, about 30 percent of the total of 444, fell in the
eighteen years between his claiIl) and those of 1901. Even the
location of land offices is a rough guide to settlement. The first
office was in Santa Fe, nearly 200 miles away; the Folsom office,
a mere fifteen miles distant, was opened in 1891. Two years later
that office moved to Clayton, New Mexico, seventy miles east,
since land in that region also was being settled.
While a statistical analysis can aid in understanding the pace of
settlement, there are other indicators. Mesa residents opened their
first school, with two others to follow, in 1890. Church services,
Baptist in nature and perhaps inevitably reported by the Raton
Range as "well-attended," soon followed, with the school house
serving as meeting hall. And as a sure sign ofincreasing importance,
the county commissioners in the autumn of 1890 agreed to commit
some of the slender funds at their disposal to improving the road
to Johnson Mesa. They did so at the instigation of Raton businessmen who wanted to encourage the growing population of the
mesa to trade in town as frequently as possible. For two decades
their hopes seemed to be justified. Although the mesa counted but
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fourteen inhabitants in 1890 at census time, the number increased
a decade later to 487. The mesa never had more residents than
this, the population declining thereafter. 16
The development of the mesa, along with Colfax County in general, followed a pattern typical during several centuries of land
settlement in the United States. First came a boom period. Residents at this point claimed their region was situated just slightly
this side of heaven. A period of optimism followed, but it was
optimism tinged with an admission that some settlers might face
a few problems getting adjusted. Finally, in some cases, especially
once settlement of the Great Plains began, there might be a grudging realization that perhaps farmers had been misguided to open
the area in the first place. In western Kansas and western Oklahoma, immediately east of New Mexico, this last stage did not come
until the days of the Dust Bowl in the 1930s, though even then
there were holdouts. On Johnson Mesa the realization set in by
1915 or so. Unlike other sections of the plains, the mesa never
rebounded. The abandonment of cultivation there was permanent. 17
'
J. A. Hunt and A. Clauson, editors of the Raton Range, began
promoting a boom for Colfax County in 1887. Their first editorial
in this vein was a masterpiece. They had to placate local cattlemen,
who paid weekly for their identifying brand to be published by the
paper, hence bringing in much revenue, while at the same time
making Colfax County seem like the ultimate agricultural haven,
that Eden for which farmers had so longed. They wrote:
If The Range believed it inimical to the best interests of the stockmen, who have always been our best friends and supporters, we
would not favor the settlement of these lands. But on the contrary,
we believe it to be the opening ofa splendid future for our stockmen.
The opening of so many farming ranches will afford a solution of the
freight problem. Secure you a number one ranch, raise lots of feed
and trust the future, for it is a bright one. Destiny may be postponed
and retarded, but it can never be headed off entirely: The land is
for the plow, and the history of all nations confirms it. We may sneer
at the idea of farming here in New Mexico, but the history of the
west shows that it does not head off the grangers. They come and
they stay. 18
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This attempt to placate cattlemen was short-lived. Within three
years the paper dropped from its masthead the proclamation that
it was "The Livestock Journal of New Mexico," and the space it
devoted to columns on "Turf Dust," "Horse Gossip," and "Ranch
and Range," dwindled accordingly. Instead, items on "horticulture"
and "creameries" appeared, along with frequent short editorial asides
such as "Colfax County is rapidly assuming the appearance of an
agricultural country. "19
A central theme with reference to Johnson Mesa in particular
became the munificence of nature in providing blessed rains in a
state whose agriculture largely depended on irrigation. The Albuquerque Daily Citizen summed up this gospel succinctly shortly
after the turn of the century in an article featuring the mesa, stating
flatly, "the rainfall is amply sufficient for all farming purposes without irrigation. "20 That there were several major corporate irrigation
projects in Colfax County at the time, projects that competed with
the mesa for settlers, may account for some of this vehemence. As
late as 1917, Ralph E. Twitchell, then preeminent historian of the
state, furthered the faith by asserting the accepted doctrine that,
"On the three large mesas near Raton ... there has never been
a crop failure. "21 By that time even the most dogmatic farmer on
the mesa, Edmund Burch, correspondent of the Range, had moved
to town.
The efforts of farmers to adapt to conditions on Johnson Mesa
over the years can be traced in Edmund Burch's columns. He
penned more than 200 of them from 1897 to 1906, signing himself
"Mesa Farmer." Burch came to the mesa in 1896, filing a homestead
claim on 160 acres in September that year. He received his patent
on 25 March 1902, five and a half years later. Although Burch was
atypical in some ways, perhaps more literate, curious, widely read,
and outspoken than his neighbors, he nevertheless was representative of those settlers who firmly believed they would succeed as
farmers. A granddaughter recalled, "He was always introducing
things. "22 His experiments with sugar beets reveal his general attitude. In January 1901, he asked about the propagation of beets
in his newspaper, column, inquiring, "How close should the beets
stand in the rows, and how many pounds of seed does it require
to plant an acre ?"23 He evidently satisfied his curiosity, for the
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following March he reported he had ordered enough seed to plant
a quarter of an acre. In August he boasted of his crop, though
sharing the limelight:
What sugar beets were planted look well, and the fact is established that we can grow them successfully on the mesa. Ed Burch
[Burch always carried on the pretense of anonymity in his column]
has a nice patch. Where his wife got the weeds pulled out of them
they are fine .... "24

Farmers such as this, committed and flexible, explored all agricultural possibilities. Their ultimate failure cannot be attributed
to lack of resourcefulness. Attempts to raise an abundance of wheat
serve as an example. The first mention of a wheat crop on the mesa
comes in 1889. It was spring wheat, planted in March or April and,
with luck, harvested in September or October. A variety ofdisasters
could overtake this crop, including too little rainfall, late frosts (or
early, since it is hard to classify a frost in mid-July), hail, and wind.
As with their counterparts farther out on the Great Plains, mesa
residents always regarded the scarcity of rain as a "drought," a
temporary departure from the norm that nature undoubtedly would
correct next season. 25 The most heart-breaking calamity was snow,
which could fall as early as the beginning of September, ruining
an otherwise good crop. In their race with winter, farmers sometimes cut wheat and other grain as if it were hay, rather than lose
their entire investment. 26
Challenged by these barriers that nature erected, a few farmers
began raising winter wheat around 1900. Typically, Edmund Burch
reported sowing a half peck of seed in the fall of 1897, from which
he threshed seven and a half bushels; the next season he sowed
five acres. 27 Planting occurred as early as the end ofAugust. Harvest
came almost a year later, around August first, early enough to be
safe from snow even on the mesa. 28 Attracted by this advantage,
farmers sowed 225 acres of winter wheat in 1901. 29 Some of this
activity also may have been prompted by an offer of the Maxwell
Milling Company located about thirty miles south of the mesa, via
Raton. The company advertised in 1899 its willingness to contract
for up to 5,000 acres of "Red Winter Wheat," offering $1.00 per
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hundred pounds, sacks furnished. 30 Wheat planted in the fall yielded
thirteen to seventeen bushels to the acre and weighed, in a good
year, sixty-eight pounds a bushel. From his five acres Edmund
Burch might have expected a return (before expenses) of about
$60.00. 31 Unfortunately, farmers found that fall planting was no
insurance against disaster. Should the winter be an open one, high
winds could carry soil and seed from unprotected fields. Some men
attempted drilling in the stubble of the previous crop, but of course
no matter what they tried they had to cope with still other problems. 32
The lack of moisture presented as great a difficulty for farmers
as the cold and snow. They tested the latest techniques and technology in an effort to adapt. An attempt at dry farming, though in
this case with oats, received a test on Edmund Burch's farm during
the season of 1902. Immediately after Burch's sons plowed under
the oat seed, he harrowed six rounds of the field, leaving the rest.
While he found "in those six rounds the oats came up several days
ahead of the other and kept ahead all season," the edge was not
enough to justify wide application. 33 He used his new disc harrow
with broadcast seeder attachment, purchased in the spring of 1901,
along with a new disc sulky plow. Ever the promoter, he invited
his neighbors to view these new marvels and "see just what capers
they will cut." Although machines could not save the mesa, farmers
did keep abreast of improvements in equipment that served them
best. Several acquired mowers and balers for the wild hay crop
and used reapers and threshers to do custom work off the mesa. 34
Barley, oats, and potatoes, farmers found, did best, given the
mesa's altitude. They emphasized the latter two crops in particular
since they often had a market for them. Potatoes went in the ground
early in May and could be harvested more or less at leisure if the
threat of snow held off. Oats went in as soon as the frost was out
of the ground, usually by mid-ApriV5 Both crops, like wheat, could
be damaged in various ways. Early snow sometimes caught the
oats, while the potato harvest was cut back by late frosts or poor
rains. 36 Potatoes could feed a farm family through the winter and
be sold to the grocers of Raton. The merchants also accepted oats,
which they resold as feed for horses and other livestock stabled in
town.
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It is possible to gain an idea of the income available for a farm
family raising oats. On the average, oats threshed out at twenty to
thirty-six pounds a bushel. The price in Raton for one hundred
pounds ranged from seventy-five cents in 1899 to $1.35 in 1902,
with merchants allowing perhaps an extra twenty-five cents per
hundred if farmers traded for goods rather than taking cash. Optimally, then, a farmer could expect to gross as much as $15.00 an
acre. Tax assessment rolls indicate that few farmers had more than
twenty acres in crops, so that even if all this acreage were in oats,
and if the oats could be sold, the total sale would be about $300.00.
Little cash ever changed hands for mesa crops; farmers usually
traded for goods, most often on credit, and complained that prices
for their crops were so low they could not hope to cancel their
debts. They recognized the enduring problems of selling on an
open market and buying on a closed one. 37 In Raton at the turn of
the century, to give a perspective to their complaints, calico on
sale cost five cents a yard; an all-wool boy's suit with knee pants
listed at $2.90; Stetson hats brought $5.00; and a Majestic kitchen
range $13.50 and up, depending on how fancy it was and the
features it had. Coal, delivered, was $2.50 to $3.00 a ton, and a
trip to California on the Santa Fe was $25.00 one way. A year's
subscription to the Raton Range set a family back $2.00. 38
Continuing attempts to profit from wheat, oats, or potatoes provided a backdrop to agricultural life on the mesa for two decades.
And while the farmers experimented, their wives and children fed
the family from garden plots and poultry yards. The women favored
cold weather staples such as cabbage and turnips and turkeys as
well as the usual chickens. From time to time, as with sugar beets,
someone would try another money-making venture. Almost inevitably, as in nearly every other farming community, an "ex-conductor" on the Santa Fe sank his savings into a place and bought
himself a herd of Angora goats. At the turn of the century the
Angora was to be the gold mine that later generations ofAmericans
sought with chinchilla and mink. 39 Often a sense of humor helped
temper failure. It was so cold on the Fourth of July 1906 that one
participant in the festivities of the day observed, "But few were
out and overcoats and coffee were more in demand than ice cream
and fans."4O Even Edmund Burch saw the lighter side of his some-
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times desperate efforts, once noting, "Ed tried winter wheat and
found it to be a success, now he will try beets; if they prove a
success, I expect he will want to try some electric light plants. If
they are a failure, he will probably raise cane. "41
It took thirty years for the optimism of those who invested their
lives in the mesa to fade and sometimes sour. Edmund Burch's
reports in the Range serve as reference points in the decline.
Reflecting on crop production in 1898, two years after his arrival,
Burch asserted, "farming here is getting to be something besides
experimental. The time was when we were told that you could not
raise this and that, only in a favorable year, but after ten years of
experimenting we have found out that we can depend on a crop,
every year if we put it in properly and at the proper time. "42 Three
years later he reiterated this theme, but with a little less assurance,
claiming only that "we think we have passed the" experimental
stage."43 Even as late as 1905 he was still hopeful but now more
restrictive, saying only, "we have passed the experimental period
on the mesa and we know we can raise wheat. "44 The editor of the
Raton Range was ever ready to boast of the region too. He made
a trip to the mesa in August 1903 and returned impressed, at least
publicly. Bringing his journey to the eyes of his readers, he crested
the road up from Raton to the mesa and saw before him, "a rolling
plateau . . . where the rainfall in the summer and the snows' of
winter provide ample moisture for the successful growing of crops. "45
Farmers made these claims even in the face of continued adversity. Developments during the growing season of 1903 indicate
what happened in other years. At the end of May, stimulated by
the eternal optimism generated by the return of spring, Edmund
Burch celebrated the virtues of the mesa. For him it was the best
land in the United States. Potatoes did well and were "but little
work to put in and harvest." Oats ran twenty bushels to the acre,
but fifty was possible. 46 A month later, however, he reported, "Some
of the fall wheat is entirely blown out. "47 And in July, "The night
of the third we had an old time frost which made our oats and
potatoes look black and ourselves look blue.... "48 At harvest time,
when the evidence could not be denied, he lamented with a touch
of dark humor, "the frost of the 3d of July did more damage than
we were counting on. We have plenty of heads but very little in
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them-I mean wheat heads. "49 A week later the Range editor made
his uncritical tour.
Some of this optimism was fueled by an undeniable increase in
land values and personal wealth. By 1905 many people on the mesa
were better off than they had ever been. They reminded themselves that they had begun with nothing, walking the twenty miles
from the Blossburg mines to their homestead claim to carry out
the improvements needed for acquiring the land. Employment at
the mines, or on the railroad, had been less than secure and often
seasonal; now they could reasonably be assured of food on the table
and a roof over their heads, although they had to consider how
much credit the Raton merchants might continue to extend them.
They were halfway to their dream of complete independence through
self-reliance and understandably reluctant to admit that the cards
they held were not as good as once supposed (thoiIgh most of them
as good Methodists would have abhorred this metaphor).
A couple of individual cases support this view. Henry Floyd, one
of the sons of the extensive family that came to New Mexico from
England, with stops in Australia and California, filed on a homestead of a quarter section on 9 September 1894. He received his
patent on 15 August 1901. On the county assessor's rolls of 1898,
his personal worth was $50.00. His land was not taxable since it
still belonged to the federal government; in 1902, a year after he
gained ownership, it had a value of $240.00. The twenty acres
Floyd had under the plow was valued at five dollars an acre while
the rest was taxed at a value of one dollar an acre. He again had
improvements of $50.00 for tax purposes and $300.00 worth of
cattle. Two years later Floyd had acquired an additional 280 acres,
which gave him a holding of 440 acres. The assessor, again for tax
purposes only, valued the land at $273.00, on the basis of five
dollars an acre for thirty acres of broken land, thirty cents an acre
for the rest. Improvements now totaled $100.00 and livestock $510.00,
$125.00 for horses, and $385.00 for cattle. By 1912, Floyd's holdings
r~ached 560 acres. His land had a value of $1,055.00, although at
this time on the real estate market it might have brought from
$3,000.00 to $5,000.00. His improvements had increased in value
seven-fold to $350.00, and he had horses, cattle, and mules valued
at $630.00.
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The fortunes of Arthur Towndrow, who farmed six miles west of
Henry Floyd, show a similar rise. Towndrow was one of six sons
of yet another miner who emigrated from England to Blossburg,
via Indiana and Colorado. All six sons, as well as their father, had
claims on the mesa. Arthur Towndrow filed his in 1893. The assessor
listed his net worth at an even $100.00 in 1894, all of it related to
the improvements on his claim. In 1912, he controlled 480 acres,
valued at $1,100.00. His valuation was somewhat higher per acre
than that of Henry Floyd because he had more land in crops. His
improvements showed a six-fold increase in value to $560.00, and
he had $365.00 of taxable value in cattle, horses, and mules. 50
Despite these advances, it is doubtful that anyone on the mesa
made a decent living in anyone year from crop production. Even
in the best years, an individual or family supplemented the farm
income or even subsidized the farm from other sources. This tendency became pronounced particularly as farmers realized the futility of raising wheat. They had always counted on eventually
cultivating wheat as their major cash crop. Even after wheat-raising
failed, many still tried to live on and maintain the homesteads into
which they had invested so much of themselves.
The financial ingenuity of these people, spurred by necessity, is
fascinating and remarkable. Over the years, in addition to farming,
Joe Floyd did carpentry work, blacksmithing, wagon and wheel
. repair, auto mechanics, cement work, road construction, served as
the mesa postmaster and operated the telephone switchboard for
mesa telephone subscribers. 51 Some families mined coal on their
land and sold it to their neighbors. 52 The young men of the mesa
found seasonal labor, haying for ranches in the region, signing on
with a custom threshing crew, or farming the neighboring lands of
those who had gone to Raton to make a living. 53 During the winter
of 1903, Johnny Honeyfield, member of a family that had patented
an aggregate of 1,200 acres, was in Raton keeping "the wolf from
the door hauling ice and coal or anything else that is loose at both
ends." In five years his crops had either withered away or been
hailed out. 54 The Santa Fe Railroad shops, once seen as a place
from· which to escape, now again provided employment. 55 Even
Edmund Burch had outside work in 1900, serving as a census taker,
though he may have been motivated more by curiosity than need. 56
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Livestock production of varying sorts, and dairying offered additional sources of income. Nearly every farmer ran a few head of
cattle or more. 57 The Raton butcher shops bought good fatted steers,
and the railroad gave access to more distant markets. Fred Floyd
recalled his father Henry as
a very active man, trying to do something all the time, buying
and selling cattle, raising horses and mules, raising and feeding hogs,
which he shipped on two different occasions to Los Angeles, California, by car lot, about 100 to 200 pound hogs. These hogs we
trailed to Folsom to the nearest railroad 16 miles away. If snow was
on the ground, we dragged two logs on either side behind a wagon
loaded with hog feed, horse feed, and provisions for the drive of
the hogs, which would string out one after the other in the trail
made by the dragging logs. 58

Horse raising, too, could be profitable. In 1903-4, men from
the mesa and Johnson Park, at the foot of the mesa's southwestern
end, formed a company and purchased Magester, a Percheron stallion. For two years, in season, the stallion stood at stud on a regular
route around the region. He then became sterile and was purchased
by Henry Floyd, who traded him in Las Vegas, New Mexico, one
hundred miles to the south, for "a saddle stallion, two work horses,
a two year old colt, a Jennett and $15." Later Floyd bought, for
$250.00, a colt Magester had sired earlier on the mesa and traded
it north into Colorado for five mares and colts and a stallion. Floyd
broke colts and sold them or traded them for more stock. 59
Dairying on the mesa lasted, in a few cases, into the 1940s. Raton
again provided the major market. As early as 1905, residents of
Raton consumed 2,000 pounds of butter a week, with 1,500 pounds
of that being shipped in on the Santa Fe. 60 Mrs. E. N. Burch
pioneered this industry on the mesa. In 1904, she sold 1,650 pounds
of butter from five cows for a total sum of $448.50. This success
may be one explanation of how her husband managed to be in the
forefront with experimental crops, methods, and machinery.61 Impressed by his wife's contribution, Edmund Burch hastened to let
his readers know that there was another possibility for keeping the
mesa alive. He reported Mrs. Burch's profits to them, adding that
with ten cows anyone could net $725.00, plus an additional $70.00
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from ten calves at $7.00 a head. Ten hogs could feed on the skim
milk resulting from the dairying operation, bringing in a hundred
dollars more and boosting earning to $895.00. The cattle had to be
fed, of course, but farmers could use their own oats and wheat,
thus realizing one-third more on the grain than if it were hauled
to Raton and sold outright. 62 Burch, as usual, was optimistic, but
in retrospect a mesa resident confirmed that, "In years of light
crops and drought, when there was no income from the crops, the
milk ... never failed to furnish the cream check with which these
farmers purchased the groceries needed to keep them and their
families during the lean years."63 Dairying can also be viewed negatively, since it may have permitted residents to eke out an existence when a complete break with the mesa might have been better
for them and their children.
This dependence on outside income produced an exodus from
the mesa even as the last settlers moved in. Edmund Burch dubbed
those who came and went as being "on the meadow lark and goose
order, come in the spring and go in the fall."64 All too often, however, it was a case ofleaving in the fall never to return. The fortunes
of the Floyd family once again were typical. Elizabeth, one of the
twelve children, purchased a quarter section, married a neighbor,
was widowed, taught school on the mesa, and eventually traded
her land for a house in Raton, where she continued to teach· to
support her children. Sophia Floyd, a sister who owned forty acres,
married, sold her land, bought 160 acres with her husband, bought
a complete section of 640 acres later, but finally left the mesa. A
nephew noted that her land was "not big enough to make a good
living." A brother, John, bought 320 acres, then subsequently sold
it to his brother Joe, who had been running a livery stable in Raton.
Joe also purchased an additional 480 acres from another brother,
Bill, who moved to Oklahoma. Of the members of this extensive
family, Joe remained on his land the longest, living on the mesa
until the 19505. Most of these increased acreages became' small
cattle outfits, sometimes providing a living for owners or tenants
who maintained them, but often just giving a supplemental income
to the families who still owned the land but had moved away. 65
Today there is little physical evidence on the mesa that settlers
there once hoped to put it on the agricultural map of America.
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Grass has reclaimed the fields. A stone church Methodist settlers
built and dedicated stands a half mile or so from where Edmund
Burch once penned his hopeful letters to the Range. Every year,
on 14 August, the anniversary of the dedication of the church, it
is opened and serves as the focal point for a diminishing gathering
of former mesa residents and their descendants. Across the road
lies a cemetery with but half a dozen graves. The skeleton of a
barn and ribbon of highway complete the picture. The land in the
two townships, once alienated by 237 individuals, is today consolidated with but sixty-two owners; of these sixty-two, eleven are
descendants of the original patentees. 66 A recent comment by Edmund Burch's granddaughter serves as an epitaph for the mesa
farmers, "They never should have farmed it in the first place. "67
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